After Anu (the supreme god) had created heaven, and heaven had created the earth, and the earth had created the rivers, and the rivers had created the canals, and the canals had created the marsh, and the marsh had created the worm: then the worm went, weeping, before Shamash (the sun god), his tears flowing before Ea (the water god), Lift me up and among the teeth and the gums cause me to dwell. The blood of the tooth I will suck, and of the gum I will gnaw its roots.
(There follows a prescription for dealing with the resulting toothache.) So by this little aetiological myth, the cause and origin of all toothaches is traced back to a kind of oversight in the creation of the world -the "worm" too had to have his niche in the scheme of things even if that niche was, unfortunately, hollowed out of men's teeth. 4 This kind of epic material, on a much grander scale, also forms a part of the Hebrew Bible. Some of the oldest material within it, sometimes identified as the J-source or "The Book of J," can be described as an epic that begins with the origins of things. 5 It is not obsessed with the origins of all things, for it does not aim at a systematic approach. But among the eternal questions that it takes up at the very outset are those of immortality and longevity. The first place in an epic is an important one; the subject of the whole epic is very likely announced there, as it clearly is in many Mesopotamian and classical epics. 6 Note, therefore, the great prominence given to the question of life and death in this, the second Biblical version of creation. I quote Genesis 2:4b-17, omitting the mysterious geographical insert constituted by verses 10-14, from the New Jewish Version (NJV):
When the Lord God made heaven and earth -no shrub of the field being yet in the earth and no grains having yet sprouted, because the Lord God had not sent rain upon the earth and there was no man to till the soil, but a flow would well up from the ground and water the whole surface of the earth -the Lord God formed man from the dust of the earth, and He blew into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being. The Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and placed there the man whom He had formed. And from the ground the Lord God caused to grow every tree that was pleasing to the sight and good for food, with the tree of life in the middle of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and bad... The Lord God took the man and placed him in the Garden of Eden, to till it and tend it. And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, "Of every tree of the garden you are free to eat; but as for the tree of the knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall be doomed to die.
Let us consider this passage all by itself, without the overtones invariably associated with it when it is read in the light of that other creation which begins "In the beginning God created ..." (NJV: "When God began to create ...), and also without the benefit of later Rabbinic interpretations. Then we must admit that what the passage tells us about is the origin of lifehuman life first, and then, in the continuation, animal life, which is justified by the statement "It is not good for man to be alone" (Gen. 2:18-20). Why was man created? Why did God cause human life to be on the earth? Because, we were told, when there was no man to till the soil then there could be no shrub of the field on the earth and no grain had yet sprouted. But as soon as God had created man, He also caused plants and trees to grow in the Garden of Eden, and placed the man there to till it and tend it. How does this objective exposition of this Biblical version of the creation of life compare with the treatment of the same theme in ancient Near Eastern epic literature? The Babylonian "Epic of Creation" goes through five of its seven chapters (tablets) before answering that question. When chapter six opens, we find Marduk addressing Ea, the wise old water god of "the Worm and the Toothache," in the assembly of the gods.
When Marduk heard the speech of the gods, He was resolving to do artful things: He would tell his ideas to Ea, What he thought of in his heart he proposes. "I shall compact blood, I shall cause bones to be, I shall make stand a human being, let 'Man' be its name. I shall create humankind. They shall bear the gods' burden that those may rest." In other words, the Babylonian epic poet conceived of the origin of human life as answering the needs of the gods: they wanted a lesser creature to do the menial tasks which otherwise, it seems, they would have had to perform themselves. This is stated in a similar way a few lines later (33-36):
From his (Kingu's) blood he made mankind, He imposed the burden of the gods and exempted the gods. After Ea the wise had made mankind, They imposed the burdens of the gods on them! An older Babylonian myth, the so-called Atra-hasis Epic, is even more explicit about the motivation for the creation of human life. It too is set in the primeval assembly of the gods. This time the job of creating humankind is assigned to the mother goddess, variously known as Belet-ili ("mistress of the gods"), Nin-tu(d) ("lady who gives birth"), or simply Mami. Ea is speaking (lines 189-197):
"Belet-ili, the midwife, is present, Let the midwife create a human being, Let man assume the drudgery of god." They summoned and asked the goddess, The midwife of the gods, wise Mami: "Will you be the birth goddess, creatress of mankind? Create a human being that he bear the yoke, Let him bear the yoke, the task of Enlil, Let man assume the drudgery of god." Most explicit of all is still another Mesopotamian myth, later than either of those already dealt with, but including a version in Sumerian followed, in a parallel column, by a translation into Akkadian, 10 a relatively unusual format in the long tradition of Mesopotamian bilingual literary texts. 11 The gods are once more in their assembly. They discuss what to do now that the physical world has been created, and answer themselves as follows, in Heidel's translation (lines 24-40):
In Uzumua, the bond of heaven and earth, Let us slay (two) Lamga gods. With their blood let us create mankind. The service of the gods be their portion, For all times To maintain the boundary ditch, To place the hoe and the basket Into their hands For the dwelling of the great gods, Which is fit to be an exalted sanctuary, To mark off field from field. For all times To maintain the boundary ditch, To give the trench (its) right course, To maintain the boundary stone, To water the four regions of the earth, To raise plants in abundance, etc. etc. All these epic traditions have a common element: the purpose of human life is the tilling of the soil and the raising of plant life. In Babylonian mythology, this purpose in turn has an ulterior motive, namely to provide the gods -who are pictured as sharing all the human appetites -with their food requirements by way of sacrifices; in the Bible, on the contrary, the command to till the soil is followed by the permission to man to enjoy by himself the fruits of his labors (Gen. 2:15f.). Nor does the Biblical account call for the slaying of a god or gods to provide the stuff of man. So in both of these respects it is more dignified and less offensive than the Babylonian account. But these differences should not obscure the wider implications of both traditions: the interdependence of human, animal and plantlife on this unique planet.
So much for the origin of life. But the Biblical epic of creation also had something to say about the origin of death. For when God commanded Adam to enjoy the fruits of his labor he made an exception (Gen 2:16f.):
And the Lord God commanded the man saying, "Of every tree of the garden you are free to eat; but as for the tree of the knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall be doomed to die.
The phrases translated "you are free to eat" and "you shall be doomed to die" are both "paranomastic infinitives" in the original Hebrew, i.e. they use one and the same verbal root in immediate juxtaposition, once in infinitive absolute form and once in finite form. The paranomastic infinitive is a subtype of a construction variously known as inner accusative, figura etymologica, or cognate accusative. It occurs throughout the Semitic languages, including Akkadian, 13 Ugaritic, 14 and Arabic. 15 But it is particularly common in Biblical Hebrew, where its function is "to define more accurately" or "to strengthen the idea of the verb," according to the standard grammars. 16 The effect is one, however, not only of emphasis but also of a greater solemnity, of a slowing down of the action, of subjecting it to a more deliberate pace. 17 A literal translation would therefore be, in the first instance, "you shall eat an eating" and, in the second, you shall die a dying," but an idiomatic translation, truer to the letter and spirit of the original Hebrew, would be, "you shall make a meal" and "you shall meet with death/be subject to death," respectively. They are clearly solemn commands, in the first case explicitly so (2:16). There is no basis in Hebrew syntax for the "permissive" meaning attributed to the former phrase, or even for the judgmental implication attributed to the latter.
Note that death is not introduced as something inevitable. We were told that "the Lord God formed man from the dust of the earth, and He blew into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being," (2:7) but not that God created death. Death is apparently only a contingent possibility: if man eats of the tree of the knowledge of good and bad, then only shall he meet death. As for the rest of the trees in the Garden of Eden, all these man was free, indeed commanded, to eat. Now what were the other trees in the Garden? The earlier verse (2:9) spoke specifically of "every tree that was pleasant to the sight and good for food, with the tree of life in the middle of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and bad." In other words, God's explicit command to eat of every tree but one in the garden implicitly included the tree of life. If this is not what the passage means to say, then the narrator is guilty of a careless error at perhaps the most crucial point of the whole narrative! And what would be the consequence of eating from the tree of life? As the name implies, its fruit is life, and not just life but eternal life. The continuation of the narrative says as much. God, apparently taking counsel with his own divine assembly -note the plural in "like one of us" -says (3:22-24):
Now that the man has become like one of us, knowing good and bad, what if he should stretch out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live forever! So the Lord God banished him from the Garden of Eden, to till the soil from which he was taken. He drove the man out, and stationed east of the Garden of Eden the cherubim and the fiery ever-turning sword, to guard the way to the tree of life.
So what has happened in this all too familiar tale? Man ate the fruit of death, though he was commanded not to do so, but he did not eat the fruit of life, though he was in fact commanded to do just that. God commanded life, but man chose death. For this mistake or, as Milton, called it, "man's first disobedience," he was forever prevented from again availing himself of the divine command to taste eternal life.
Have I been reading between the lines? Eliciting ideas that are not in the text? Imputing modern notions to the ancient story-teller? I don't think so. For the epic literature of the ancient Near East once more comes to our aid. The problem of the loss of immortality or, what amounts to the same thing, the beginnings of mortality, is one of its main concerns. Let me illustrate this with the Epic of Adapa.
According to Mesopotamian traditions, Adapa was one of the seven wise men (apkallu) at the beginning of time, perhaps the first of all men, for in a lexical text his name is equated with a word meaning simply "human being" (amilu). 18 In Sumerian, his name can be explained as "recovered (pa3) from the water (a-da)," 19 and he is later equated with u4-an, the Greek Oannes, as the first of the semi-divine creatures who brought the arts of civilization to Sumer, 20 or with Utu-abzu, "born of the sea." 21 In Akkadian, he is the protagonist of his own epic. Ea, the wise old water-god, had created him as a model(?) 22 of men, making him wise, blameless, ritually clean, and skilled in the service of the gods (for which he had presumably been created). "But eternal life he did not grant him." in the story. The link with Eridu, the first city in Mesopotamian tradition, takes on new significance in light of the discovery of a Sumerian version of the Adapa story among the literary tablets from Me-Turan. 25 It is also not without significance from a comparative perspective, for according to my reading of Gen. 4:17, "Cain knew his wife and she conceived and bore Enoch, and he (Enoch) became the (first) builder of a city, and he called the name of the city according to the name of his son (i.e., Irad), did Eanoch." 26 Adapa's special skill (already at the beginning of civilization we are confronted with specialization) was sailing a boat and catching fish for the temple of Ea. One day, as he was steering his boat, the South Wind 27 kicked up such a storm that Adapa, as he later said in his own defense, "spent the rest of the day in the home of the fish." 28 (For the "home of the fish" in Sumerian tradition see Civil and, differently, Thomsen. 29 ) But Adapa was equal to the challenge. He simply broke the wings of the South Wind. Thereupon he was summoned before the tribunal of the great gods, including the greatest of the gods, Anu, the personification of Heaven.
Ordinarily, this was no small matter. But Adapa had the help of Ea who, though not the greatest, was always the wisest of the gods. Ea gave him his advice. He told him exactly what to expect when he got to heaven, and how to behave. Among other things he carefully instructed him:
When you come before Anu, They will proffer you food of death, do not eat! They will proffer you waters of death, do not eat!
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Armed with this advice, Adapa was brought to the gate of heaven, guarded by Dumuzi and Gizzida, and thence before the great gods and the Investigation was begun by Anu:
"Come now, Adapa, why did you fracture the wing of the south wind?" Adapa answered Anu, "My lord, I was fishing in the depths of the sea, For my master's temple. The sea was like a mirror. Then the south wind blew upon me and capsized me. I spent the rest of the day in the home of the fish. Herewith, the "defense rests," and the gods take counsel. They know that Ea has forewarned Adapa and they must find a way to outsmart him. Listen to them now: "Why did Ea disclose the meaning (lit. heart) 33 of heaven and earth to a mere mortal (lit.: worthless humanity)? He has made him distinguished (lit.: fat).
He has made him immortal (lit.: made a name for him)! As for us, what shall we do about him?" 34 So they decide to bring him food of life 35 and water(s) of life rather than (as Ea had predicted) of death. (Again, food of life and water of life already occur, and occur together, always in this order, in Sumerian literature, in myth 36 and epic 37 as well as in "letter-prayers." 38 ) Of course, Adapa refused it, and therewith he refused eternal life. As the heavenly session concludes:
Anu stared and burst out laughing at him. "Come now, Adapa, why did you not eat or drink? Won't you live? Are not people to be immortal?" (Adapa:) "Ea my lord told me, 'You must not eat, you must not drink.' (Anu:) "Let them take him and return him to his earth." 39 On its surface, this story has some considerable differences from the Biblical tale. Adapa's name is interpreted as meaning "recovered from the water" while Adam is named for the earth from which he was made. The entrance to Heaven is guarded by two deities, Dumuzi and Gizzida, while the entrance to Eden is barred by an indeterminate number of cherubs armed with a flaming, whirling sword (Gen. 3:24).
In spirit and in its deeper meaning, however, this story presents us with one of the profoundest parallels between cuneiform and Biblical literature. Both express the notion that God offers life but man chooses death. Indeed, the earliest and principal exemplar of the Akkadian story was found not in Mesopotamia but in Egypt of the Amarna period, and dates from the 14th century, so the possibility of a generic connection with the Israelite version cannot be ruled out. How has recent scholarship on Adapa viewed this possibility?
The close parallelism between the two tales was recognized early and often after the first publication of the main exemplar from Amarna by Winckler and Abel more than a century ago. 40 That it has not been universally acknowledged in more recent scholarship is mainly due to the fact that the tree of death is not so named in the Biblical narrative. Instead it is called the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, which is interpreted by some to represent moral discernment and the ability to make ethical choices, and by others as a "merism," a syntactical construction implying totality. 41 On either interpretation, however, it is functionally equivalent to a tree of death, for eating of it means death -and not just death but mortality, while eating of the tree means not just life but immortality. 42 New interpretations of Adapa have appeared almost annually. We will confine our survey to the last thirty years, beginning in 1973. 43 Two contributions appeared in that year. The first, by Buccellati, found that Adapa had more in common with Noah and Abraham than with Adam. 44 The second, by Kienast, conceded that food and water of life would have conveyed eternal life, but proposed that Adapa was meant to refuse them because mortality had already been ordained for humanity. 45 Two years later, Foster criticized the view that if Adapa "had eaten of the bread and drunk of the water men would all be immortal." He allowed that the Adapa story had some stylistic and substantive similarities to this part of the J document, but he could "see no possibility for a further rapprochement of Adapa and Adam." 46 Two years later, von Soden provided important collations, new readings, and possibly new texts for the epic, but declined to deal with its comparative aspects. 47 At the same time, Xella dealt with Adapa in the context of ancient Near eastern mythology generally. 48 Kienast returned to the subject in 1978, but also without raising the comparative issue. The same is true of Michalowski's contribution of 1980. 49 Picchioni's edition of 1981 marked a new stage in the study of the poem. 50 Besides presenting anew every known or suspected exemplar of the composition, he edited the relevant passages from all other literary texts mentioning Adapa. Although avoiding comparative issues, he encouraged renewed interest in the text and its implications. The following year, Liverani dealt with "Adapa e Adamo" in an appendix to his essay on the text. While noting that the two myths are indubitably similar ("due miti indubbiamente cosi simili"), he emphasized the differences between them, taking Adam as a prototype of humanity in general and Adapa as a primordial priest. 51 He was followed the next year by Müller, who emphasized the mythological character of the story. 52 One year later, Bing reaffirmed the Adapa myth's theme of mortality/immortality that had been questioned by Buccellati and some other interpreters. 53 In 1988, Sauren dealt with the laughter of An, a recurrent them in the Mesopotamian story, and certainly one of its most striking divergences from the Biblical tale, where divine laughter would be unthinkable. 54 In 1990, Talon edited the myth and compared it with other Babylonian traditions, but without references to the Biblical tale 55 (1990) 43-57. In the same year, Glassner briefly considered Adapa in the context of the wider question of hospitality in ancient Mesopotamia, concentrating in this connection on the role of Dumuzi and Gizzida. 56 But he ignored the particular role of Dumuzi suggested by a neo-Sumerian archival text from Birmingham which can be interpreted to show that, upon his death, King Shulgi of Ur ascended to heaven to serve for seven days as doorkeeper of heaven presumably in the guise of Dumuzi! 57 In 1991 and again in 1993, Dietrich restudied the Amarna exemplar and concluded that "it is basically prose with the presence of only loosely strewn passages in poetry. ...it is a text mixing poetry and verse." 58 In the latter year, finally, Parpola even provided a mystical interpretation of Adapa and his ascent. 59 The most recent treatment of the text is by Shlomo Izre'el, who has long made a specialty of studying the literary compositions from El Amarna in general 60 and Adapa in particular. 61 from the tree of death -and concluding that "human life was still a matter of everlasting reality. Consequently, eating from the tree of life would not affect them at all." 66 A strange conclusion, given that the text clearly states that eating of the tree of life would confer immortality, an immortality that may have been foreseen in the command to eat from all the trees except the tree of death, but one that had not yet been realized by the time the tree of death was first tasted. Like so many interpreters before him, Izre'el has been diverted by the pericope about the knowledge of good and evil from seeing the fundamental accord between the two tales.
What then is their message? In spite of all their differences -such as the laughter of An 67 -both express the notion that God offers life but man chooses death. In the Akkadian plot, this theme recedes behind the magical or therapeutic use to which the myth was eventually -and perhaps also originally -put. 68 In the Bible, by contrast, it is one of the most important of themes, recurring throughout all its separate parts. At every turn, God offers the choice, and urges humanity to choose life, or to choose the right way that it may live, often enough constructing a proportion such that life:death = good:evil. 69 For in death there is no remembrance, and from Sheol, the land of the dead, there is no song of praise to God. 70 In a sense, the whole Bible is a guide (tora) to those who want to walk in the way of life or, as the Book of Proverbs puts it, the Torah is the new Tree of Life to those who hold fast to it. 71 Both the similarities and the differences between the two tales thus help in the interpretation and appreciation of each of them, in the best tradition of the contextual approach.
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